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TITLE:  Lung Cancer: A potential role for Dentists. 
 
3 Key Points-  
Lung cancer is the leading cause of death from cancer worldwide, with a 5 year survival rate 
of approximately 15% in the UK. 
 
Lung cancer has failed to attract the attention and resources given to other  
cancers and has been stigmatised by a culture of blame because of its association 
with smoking. 
 
Dentists and their teams could potentially play a role in the public perception, prevention and 
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Lung cancer is one of the ' Cinderella ' cancers, that do not get the attention they 
deserve. This is despite the fact that it is the leading cause of death from cancer 
worldwide and causes more deaths than breast, colorectal and cervical cancers combined 1. 
The 5 year survival rate for lung cancer in Britain is approximately 15%, which lags behind 
that of other Western nations; currently there are 35,349 deaths per year from this disease in  
the UK 2. All too often, lung cancer patients are diagnosed at late stages, when their chances 
of survival are low. Over many years, lung cancer has failed to attract the attention and 
resources given to other cancers, such as breast and prostate. Asa Murphy, star of the current 
hit show; Buddy Holiday Lives, has helped raise awareness of lung cancer and eloquently 
stated, " There is no Premier League of Cancers, where one is more deserving of attention 
than others"3 . Lung cancer has also been stigmatised by a culture of blame, attributable to the 
sufferer who, by smoking, has brought this disease upon themselves. When told about a 
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friend or colleague who has a diagnosis of lung cancer, the first response is often, "did they 
smoke?" Smoking is however strongly associated with many other cancers, including oral 
cancer and contributes to the high morbidity and mortality associated with strokes, coronary 
artery disease and other lung diseases, such as COPD. Although smoking and exposure to 
tobacco products has long been acknowledged as the major cause of lung cancer, between 
15% and 20% of sufferers have never smoked. As one young woman, diagnosed with 
incurable lung cancer said, " You never think you're going to be a young, female non - 
smoker and get lung cancer" 3.  
 
Although there has been a marked decline in smoking in Britain 4, due to the success of 
public health measures, such as raising tax on tobacco products, banning indoor smoking and 
support for those wanting to quit; there is evidence that smoking initiation in youths remains 
substantial  5. There will also be a large cohort of ex-smokers who will remain at risk from 
lung cancer for many years. 
 
There are however signs that the tide is turning, and lung cancer is finally attracting the 
attention it deserves. In a recent editorial, The Times noted that early detection is pivotal to 
improving lung cancer survival in Britain and that the key to progress lies in screening 6.  
 
The results of a recent NELSON, large Dutch - Belgium lung cancer screening trial have 
shown the efficacy of low - dose CT screening for lung cancer 7. The challenge now is to 
identify the target population in which screening will be acceptable and cost effective 8. 
Drugs to treat more advanced lung cancer, based on immunotherapy are being trialled and 
yielding some promising results, in respect of increasing survival time 9. 
 
There are four ways that dentists and their teams could potentially play a role in the public 
perception, prevention and diagnosis of lung cancer. They can firstly increase awareness and 
challenge misconceptions and stigma about this disease. The message is clear: Anyone can 
develop Lung Cancer.   
                                                                                  
Their second potential role is in respect of tobacco cessation and discouraging young people 
from taking up smoking. Dental teams are already supporting and encouraging dental patients 
to quit smoking and training is available for them to offer, Very Brief Advice (VBA)10. 
 
Thirdly, in those geographic areas, that are currently being offered targeted screening, as part 
of Healthy Lung Checks - dentists could encourage their  patients, to participate and accept 
invitations to attend 11. 
 
Finally, dentists could have a potential role in identifying patients, who already have lung 
cancer. There has been a recent suggestion that pharmacists should be educated to identify ' 
red flags' for certain cancers, including lung cancer that may indicate the disease and 
facilitate earlier diagnosis12.  Dentists are however in an equally good (if not better) position 
to undertake this role as they see many of their patients on a regular 1:1 basis. 
When checking/ updating their patients’ medical history they may pick up on any signs or 
symptoms, which might prompt a visit to the patient's GP for further investigation. 
Unfortunately, lung cancer in its early stages is often asymptomatic, but complaints such as; a 
persistent (or changing) cough, hoarseness of the voice, increasing (or unexplained) shortness 
of breath, dull pain in the chest or shoulder, recurrent chest infections and unexplained 
weight loss or loss of appetite should be investigated 13 . Many of these signs and symptoms 
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are however quite non - specific and could indicate a range of both benign and serious 
medical conditions.  
 
Last year, it was 25 years ago that Roy Castle, in the terminal stages of lung cancer embarked 
upon his, Tour of Hope around the UK to raise awareness & funding for lung cancer 
research. As we enter the second decade of this century, there is hope that lung cancer may 
emerge from the shadows, cast by stigmatisation and misconceptions and benefit from 
progress in early detection and advances in treatment on an equal footing with other cancers. 
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